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How doth the little crocodile 

Improve his shining tail, 

And pour the waters of the Nile 

On every golden scale! 

How cheerfully he seems to grin, 

How neatly spreads his claws, 

And welcomes little fishes in

With gently smiling jaws!

Lewis Carroll







Let the caller and the called disappear;

Be lost in the call

Jalal al-Din Rumi
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A Note on the Author





Prologue

Cairo, 1981





The bright light struck her full in the eyes and for an instant she was blinded, as if struck by some ancient curse. Liz Markham reared back, completely stalled by the human mass that confronted her. Her heart racing, she began to run. Her child was somewhere out there, lost in this madness.

She stumbled. Behind her she heard someone make a remark that she couldn’t understand. Several other people laughed. Darting away from the eyes that seemed fixed on her, closing in from every angle, she ran on. Glancing back, certain that someone was behind her, she moved away from the hotel, pushing impatiently through the crowd of tourists and tea boys, pushing at everything, knocking over tables, sending glasses and trays flying, hearing cries of astonishment and curses. But she didn’t care. All she cared about at this moment was Alice.

Where had it all gone wrong? Her life, this trip? Everything that had happened since she had arrived in Cairo had turned out differently from the way she had expected. From the moment she’d stepped off the plane and been hit by the oppressive heat, the clothes instantly sticking to her back. It was supposed to be the end of September, for Christ’s sake, and it felt like the middle of July in sunny Spain. It had seemed such a good idea at the time: get away from London, with all its weary habits and old accomplices. A chance to get clean, to start a new life. But what did she know about him, really? When she first met Alice’s father he was just another of those listless young men hanging round the bazaar shops selling trinkets, or so it seemed. He and his friend had trailed behind them, her and Sylvia, calling out to them. It was irritating at first, and then it became a game, a challenge. Sylvia was always up for a challenge. And where was she now? Gone. Swept away in the urgent blue clamour of an ambulance that led to the dead end of a cold, impersonal corridor in the Accident and Emergency unit. Liz knew she didn’t want to end like that. 

He had been so charming, so confident. For three weeks they had been inseparable. That should have been the end of it, only it wasn’t. Liz had been careless. When had she not been? The entire course of her life was marked by reckless impulses. She remembered how he had led her round the city and doors fell open before them. She liked that. As if she was somebody, as if they were important. They walked into a crowded café or restaurant and a table would be cleared for them in an instant. People bobbed their heads in respect. He had drugs too, in easy supply, and in those days that was something to consider. It wasn’t meant to last. That was five years ago. It wasn’t meant to change her life, but it did.

When she got back to England and discovered she was pregnant, Liz had straightened herself out for the first time in years. No booze, no smack. Clean living. She had seen enough horrors – children born without fingers – to know that she didn’t want to run the risk. It didn’t last, but it was something. A start, proof that she could do it if she wanted to. Alice was the best thing that had happened to her. Liz knew that it was worth it, that despite the difficulties of taking care of a small child – the tantrums, the constant demands – despite all of that, Alice made her mother want to be a better person. But she couldn’t manage it in London. Too many temptations, too many open doors. Then it came to her, like a window opening in the darkness. Cairo. A new life. Why not? ‘Any time you need anything, Liz, you come to me,’ he had told her. 

All around her the little figures spun. Monkey kings and gods shaped like dogs, baboons, crocodiles and birds, all carved from green stone, or obsidian. A window stuffed with jewellery, silver crosses – ankh, the symbol of life. Miniature pyramids; some so big you couldn’t lift them with both hands and others small enough to dangle from your ears. Turquoise scarabs. A window full of chessboards. Silvery blue mother-of-pearl, shooting arrows of sparkling light. A mad funfair.

‘Alice!’ 

Liz rushed on, her mind reeling. She turned, crashing into the arms of a woman balancing a tower of tin jugs on her head. Liz wheeled round. Nothing was as she recalled it. The streets, the noise, the leering men. It felt like a different country. Had she been so blind five years ago? So off her head that it didn’t register? The bazaar she had recalled as an Aladdin’s cave of glittering wonders. Now all she saw was row after row of cheap trinkets, clumsily fashioned artefacts designed to seduce the eye. To dupe rather than to satisfy the soul. The place made her sick, literally. At first she’d thought she must have eaten something that disagreed with her because she’d spent the first night crouched over the toilet bowl. Only it wasn’t the food, of course, it was the drugs, or lack of them. Withdrawal symptoms. This was the first time she had really been clean since Alice was born. She’d lain in bed, feverish and weak but determined to carry on, the child tugging at her arm. 

The only kindness she’d experienced here was in the warm reception given to her little girl. It was as if they recognised something in her, as if they knew Alice belonged here. Everywhere they went people smiled at the little golden-haired girl. Women, old and young, clucked and pinched her cheeks, tugged her pigtails. Men made swooping motions with their hands like birds darting around her head, making her squeal with delight. She was something of a novelty. Those were the moments when Liz had told herself everything was going to be all right. But there were other moments: when anxiety made her pace the room sleeplessly, scratching her arms, clawing at her throat, struggling to breathe in the oppressive air as the wail of yet another call to prayer echoed over the square. Moments when she thought her mission hopeless. She would never find him, or even if she did, what then? Liz was beginning to get the feeling that there was a limit to how long she could keep this up. Alice was impatient with her. As if she sensed her mother was out on a limb. Always asking questions, refusing to move, asking to be carried, clinging to her, dragging her down like a dead weight. 

Then, yesterday afternoon, a man had walked straight up to Liz. No hesitation. Had he been following her? ‘I help you.’ He led her to a narrow doorway opening into a shadowy interior. Narrow darts of light cut through slits set high in the walls, bouncing off the polished brass and tarnished mirrors. The place was deserted but for a man sitting against the far wall. His thick, lumpy features put her in mind of a bullfrog she had once dissected in the school biology lab years ago. His eyes were like hard black rivets, almost lost in the swollen face. His hair was smoothed straight back with scented oil. His whole body gave off an aromatic air, like an ancient eastern king. On the table in front of him stood a heap of tangerines on a huge round tray of beaten bronze, like the disc of Ra the Sun God as it travels westwards across the sky. 

It couldn’t have been that big a place, but to her mind the distance between the door and the far corner where he sat, waiting, stretched before her into infinity, as if she was shrinking and the room growing longer even as she walked. There was movement flitting through the shadows behind him. A couple of louts hung round by a counter on the left. Nasty-looking, but Liz knew the type and wasn’t particularly afraid. She caught sight of herself in the mirror above his head, and despite the dim light could see that she looked terrible. Her hair was lank and lifeless, her face filmed with sweat and the sooty grime of the streets, which turned the towels in her hotel room black every night. Her eyes were ringed with red and swollen like eggs. He gestured for her to sit and so she did. Alice pressed herself to her side. The man’s ugly face creased in a smile that made her blood churn. 

‘Hello, little girl,’ he said in English, stretching out a hand towards her daughter, fingers like plump dates. Alice shied away, pulling back, pressing herself in towards her mother. The smile waned. The fingers withdrew. The black eyes turned to Liz. 

‘Tell me, why do you want to find this man so badly?’

‘Do you know him?’

‘Yes, of course. He is . . . an associate.’

His English was not bad. In itself, this was not surprising. Everyone in the Khan al-Khalili had at least one foreign language. It was a veritable Tower of Babel. 

‘Associate?’ Liz repeated, thinking it an odd word to use. ‘Where can I find him?’

‘He works for me. Or rather, he used to. Now he has . . . gone into business for himself.’

He bared his teeth in what might otherwise have been a smile and Liz felt a cold shiver run through her. Holding her gaze as the smile faded, he plucked a tangerine from the pile in front of him and handed it to the child. As she began to eat, sucking the little lobes of fruit contentedly, Liz felt uncomfortable that her daughter could so easily trust a stranger they had only just met. 

‘This is not your first time in Egypt?’

Liz shook her head, feeling his eyes scrutinise her, lingering on her fingernails, bitten to the quick. The raw hunger in her stare, the desperation she was unable to hide. She was reaching the end of her meagre funds. Her patience was running out. She was climbing the walls. And then there was Alice, with her constant demands for attention, for reassurances that Liz couldn’t give her. The only thing that would make sense of any of this was finding him. She didn’t care who helped her find him, so long as somebody did. The dark, sunken eyes met hers. 

‘Is he the father of this child?’

Liz hesitated, sensing that any information she gave this man would place her further in his power, but she had no choice. If she wanted to enlist his help, she had to trust him. She nodded. 

‘Ah.’ He sat back. ‘Then she is a valuable child indeed.’

‘Valuable?’ Liz placed an arm protectively around Alice’s shoulders. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘You don’t trust me,’ he smiled. It wasn’t a question, and she detected the steel underlying his voice.

‘I don’t know you.’ She didn’t want to offend him, but by now Liz could hardly breathe. She was beginning to sense that this had been a big mistake.

‘What is there to know? I am a man of simple tastes. Ask anyone.’ He reached for another tangerine and broke it into segments. She watched him, helpless to stop him feeding her child; wanting, more than anything, to leave, but finding herself unable to.

‘What is it you really came for?’ The deep-set eyes flickered upward, catching her off balance. ‘If you need money, all you have to do is tell me.’ Again the toothy grin. ‘People come to me all the time because they know I will help them.’

‘It’s not money.’

‘No? Something else then?’

Without warning he seized her wrist and held it firmly, almost without effort. She struggled to pull back, but couldn’t move. With ease he tugged up the long sleeve of her blouse, past the elbow. Relentless eyes searched for the telltale tracks. She wriggled helplessly. When he was satisfied, he let go. Liz pulled her arm back, massaging her painful wrist. A segment of tangerine fell from Alice’s mouth as she watched in silence, eyes wide. She crawled on to her mother’s lap.

‘You have no right . . .’ Liz began, struggling to control her voice. It was futile, but he tilted his head understandingly. 

‘This is Cairo. Everyone’s business is common knowledge.’ He gestured with a wide sweep of the hand that encompassed their entire surroundings. It was true. Life was lived on the streets here. Hadn’t she once admired the carved wooden mashrabiyya screens over the old windows, and wondered at the veils covering the faces of some of the women on the street, feeling their eyes sear through her flimsy clothes like hot pokers? She understood now this obsession with secrecy, the value of preserving a private space. 

‘She’s my daughter,’ Liz whispered hoarsely. 

‘But of course.’

‘I want the best for her.’

‘That’s only natural.’ He inclined his head.

Then Liz had managed to make her excuses, pull Alice into her arms and flee. Later that evening there was a knock at the door of the hotel room. It was late; she had been dozing, and rose from the bed half asleep. She opened the door a crack to peer round it. In the hallway stood a young boy, no more than twelve years old. He had a keen intelligent gaze despite his grimy appearance and an ear that was swollen and misshapen. They stared at one another for what felt like hours but was really only a matter of seconds. 

‘Yes? What do you want?’ asked Liz.

Without a word he thrust forward an envelope. It was thick and heavy and she turned it over in her hands. There was nothing written on it. No name or address. Nothing. When she looked up the boy was gone.

Alice slept on blissfully, her damp hair stuck to her forehead with perspiration. Liz sat on the bed and opened the envelope. Inside was a bundle of banknotes. Dollars. A lot of them. So many she couldn’t count. She rifled through quickly – fifties, hundreds, tens, twenties, no sense of order to them at all. And there was something else, something that shifted around at the bottom of the envelope. Throwing the money on to the bed, she tipped the rest of the contents out into her hand. A simple twist of paper. Liz stared at it. She knew what it was. She could feel her heart start to beat. It was fear, excitement, or both mixed up together, that coursed through her veins then. She knew what this was. It was what she had come here to get away from. Or had she really? Her first instinct was to throw it away. Don’t even think about it, Liz. Just flush it down the toilet. And with that intention she got up and headed for the bathroom. She locked the door behind her and leaned against it, the wrap clenched between her fingers. All she had to do was take it one day at a time . . . But she was tired. Tired of the pain in her limbs, the dull ache behind her eyes. Tired of sleeplessness and weariness.

Lowering the toilet cover, she sat down and unfolded the wrap. She stared at the contents, feeling her pulse accelerate. She dipped in a finger and touched it to her tongue. Still there was a moment’s hesitation, in which she saw the road to ruin laid out before her in that single brown thread tapering across her hand. Then the despair rolled back over her like a thick carpet of cloud blotting out the sun, and there was no alternative. Kneeling on the floor, she tipped the heroin on to the seat cover and used the edge of the paper to divide it into narrow lines. She rolled the wrap into a tight tube, pushed it into her left nostril and leaned over. It was like sinking into a warm bath. She felt weightless and free, sliding back to the floor and slumping against the wall. Time stopped. Someone cut the safety line and she watched the blue world floating off into the dark void. 

When she opened her eyes she realised it was light outside. Her head felt fuzzy and unclear. She struggled to her feet, her eyes going to the empty wrap on the floor beside her. She threw it aside as she wrestled with the door latch. The first thing she noticed was the money lying on the bed where she had left it. The second thing was that Alice was nowhere to be seen. 

She checked the windows, the wardrobe, under the bed. Each option offered a fleeting, absurd ray of hope before the inevitable realisation. Then she was running. Along hallways, down stairwells, through the narrow arteries of the bazaar. She ran in disbelief, in shock, numbed, crying the name of her child. Alice. She walked until she was ready to drop. She was lost herself by then, delirious, finding herself reflected back in pieces, divided into strips by shards of mirrored glass, slivers of shiny metal. The men hanging around, leaning in doorways, called out as she went by, again and again, like a game. 

‘Hello, welcome!’

‘Where you from?’

A gust of cold air wafted from a dark passage, making the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. She spun round, seized by the strange sensation that somebody was watching her, and found herself staring into the fierce gaze of Anubis the jackal, guardian of the Underworld. Or rather, an ebony carving decorated in gold leaf, of exactly the same height as her. 

Alice was hidden somewhere in this nightmare . . . but where? Turning a corner and then another, not stopping, Liz ran left, right, left again. She paused for breath, looking back, only now she was not sure which way she had come. It all looked the same; the stalls, the narrow streets, the vegetable peelings on the ground, the discarded newspapers. Another corner brought her to a shop filled with junk no one would ever want: old rusty copper trays, wooden tables, strange tablets covered with letters that looked like no language she had ever seen before. Clusters of oil lamps dangled from the rafters. Centuries old. The kind a genie might fly out of if you rubbed them. A man shuffled out of the shadows. Liz looked at his wizened face, the wrinkles inscribed like hieroglyphics. Eyes filled with a very old light, in which she seemed to see her fate written. He smiled, revealing a row of stained yellow teeth. She closed her eyes tightly, then opened her mouth and screamed, ‘Alice!’
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Chapter One

Being something of an optimist, it had always struck Makana that it made a good start to the day to wake up in the morning and find himself still afloat. One of the little pleasures of life on an awama. He thought of it as a boat, but of course it wasn’t, not really, just a flimsy plywood construction nailed haphazardly on to a rusty pontoon. Still, it was a nice thought. A comfort to think that if he wished to he could one day simply cut the moorings and sail off around the world. The truth was that the thing would probably sink like a stone. It was only a raft with walls, to keep the world out. A dream. A trick of the mind. But it is the little things in life that keep us going, as he often told himself.

There aren’t too many people capable of sleeping soundly on such an unreliable craft, night after night, not knowing if they will ever live to see another day, or might in fact wake up to find themselves swimming, or even (better or worse?) simply drown in their sleep. But then, Makana wasn’t most people. Such worries never bothered him. He had long since come to accept that if it did go down one night there was not really a great deal he could do about it; that it might even be a relief in some way. And besides, he had no real choice in the matter. The risks of living on an awama were a fact of life for a man in his precarious financial situation. And even then, he was already four months in arrears with the rent on his flimsy home and didn’t need a soothsayer to tell him there was little prospect of any more money coming into his pocket in the near future. On this particular morning, peace of mind was a luxury he couldn’t afford. 

Makana was a solitary man. The few friends he had tended to be drawn from among the community of his exiled compatriots: writers, painters, musicians, men and women forced to leave their country or else face the consequences of a repressive regime. Although he saw them infrequently he valued their company and they in turn seemed to appreciate his peripheral presence. 

Most days, all Makana had to contend with was the steady stream of traffic that swept without cease along the tarmac artery skirting the west bank of the Nile. He had learned to ignore the fact that if he chose to throw open the grimy shutters, he could look up and see the whirling constellation of flying metal and machinery orbiting his flimsy sanctuary.

The familiar rumble of heavy traffic was already in full swing when he looked down from the upper deck that morning to see his only real neighbours: his landlady Umm Ali and her family. They lived in a shack made of stencilled wooden crates and flattened jerrycans, that clung precariously to the crumbling embankment, rising up like a muddy wave from the water’s edge. The long, drooping branches of a huge eucalyptus tree curled down over them like a protective hand. 

Makana had not yet unravelled how exactly the awama had come into the possession of Umm Ali. There was a long, complicated story involving her late husband, without mention of whom no conversation was ever complete, as well as the village in some obscure part of the rif where she hailed from, several brothers and sisters, a piece of land, and a wayward father who gambled. Makana had long since given up hope of fully understanding the process and as a general rule he steered well clear of the subject. Since it could not be moved and presumably could not be turned to any other kind of profit short of chopping it into firewood, Umm Ali chose to rent the houseboat out. She could have lived on it with her children, of course, but either they needed the money more than Makana did, or they had less faith in its ability to float. Still, so long as she was happy having him as her only tenant, despite the rather irregular manner of his payments, then he had nothing to complain about. There were times when Makana had the impression that they were all clinging to this pile of matchwood as if it actually was a raft adrift far out to sea.

Considering his options for the day, he set about reheating the coffee grounds left in the brass pot on the stove. He gazed out at the river as he waited for the trickle of water from the tap to fill the pot. The tiny cubicle that passed for a kitchen was so narrow that he had to back out of it the same way he went in. If he turned around too quickly his coffee would go flying out of the low window to the fish. The facilities were basic: one small gas cylinder and a rusty metal ring. Since gas was a major expense he used it sparingly, although even when lit it generated little more heat than a candle. As he waited for the murky liquid to boil, Makana wondered if it was worth the trouble, putting off the moment when he could allow himself his first cigarette. 

When it had bubbled away for a while and showed no signs of growing any more palatable, Makana poured his coffee into a cup and took it back upstairs. The upper deck was one open space with a set of rusty metal stairs leading up to it from below. The rear wall was missing, having fallen off at some point in history and never been replaced, which meant that he had an unrestricted view of the river beyond where the wall used to be. This was the place he spent most of his time. He usually preferred to sleep up here in the open air, even when it was cold. Old habits die hard and he couldn’t stand being cooped up inside. The furniture was an unremarkable collection he had accumulated over the years. A trestle table, covered in thick pools of dried pigment, that had once belonged to a painter. A creaky old wicker armchair which was his favourite place to sit and where he often slept, his feet propped on the small plastic crate that doubled as a low table. Scattered around the deck lay a collection of cardboard boxes filled with case files and unruly heaps of newspaper – his archives. The boxes were weighted down with stones to stop their contents from flying away, but the fluttering of paper in the river breeze sounded like a forest full of dry leaves.

From here he enjoyed a clear view of the city in all its glory. The pyramids were somewhere out there to the south, buried under a pensive cloud of smog more turgid than centuries of tomb dust, and out of which the pale orb of the sun was now struggling to lift itself. If he stepped to the wooden railings and looked up he saw a jumble of high-rise apartment blocks arranged like an ugly row of broken teeth, blotting out that corner of the sky. People looked out of their windows every day and wondered who on earth would ever think of living on that heap of floating driftwood, and he looked up at them and wondered his own thoughts.

Makana still felt like a stranger in this city. The river he gazed down upon provided a tenuous link to Khartoum, far upstream, the place he still thought of as home even though he had fled it some seven years earlier and had no plan to return there any time soon. He had not had any choice in the matter. It was either leave, or die. 

For seven years Makana had managed to find enough work to survive on through his few friends and acquaintances – you got nowhere in Cairo without knowing people. Usually his clients thought they could get him to work a little more cheaply and discreetly than a local investigator might. Still, in recent months he had found himself struggling. The work had dried up, no one had any money, and Makana was faced with the fact that if things did not improve soon he would have to think about finding some other kind of gainful employment. His needs were not excessive, his one vice being tobacco; other than that he lived the kind of frugal existence that would have shamed a wandering Sufi.

Ahead of him lay the prospect of trawling once more round his usual contacts in search of an opening of some kind. That and avoiding Umm Ali, whose patience regarding her long-overdue rent was beginning to wear thin.

Somewhere far away, he heard a voice calling him back to the present. Stirring finally, and realising that he was not going to be able to avoid his landlady, Makana tried to think what excuse he might possibly use this time. In all likelihood she had heard every one of his stories before, many of them more than once. With a sigh, he crossed the deck and peered down at the small, happily plump woman wearing faded, raggedy clothes and a grubby scarf tied around her hair. Umm Ali stood barefoot in the muddy field holding an armful of fat aubergines to her ample bosom.

‘You have visitors, ya bash-muhandis,’ she sang out, with all the ceremony of a courtier making an announcement in the palace of Haroun al-Rashid. Makana could tell that she was excited about something. The rather giddy pitch to her voice suggested she could smell money, which was not a bad thing, generally, as it would have to go past him before it got to her. With a wave of gratitude, Makana walked down the stairs to the lower deck. He stepped through the cabin door to find his living space had shrunk. 

Nasser’s High Dam at Aswan had marked an end to the annual flooding of the Nile, but some years, when it was particularly dry and the river level dropped, Makana’s floor was somewhat less than flat. It meant looking at the world from rather a strange tilt, although he reflected that this was not such a bad thing altogether. Today, however, the floor was affected by a factor it had never encountered before. 

The man standing in the middle of the room had clearly been well fed since birth. He had a sizeable girth and a very stout neck, on top of which was a rather small and perfectly spherical head. It looked like a stone about to roll down a very large hill. Underneath all that corpulence, however, Makana suspected there was a good deal of solid muscle. He looked like he could have eaten the boat for breakfast. Also, he was wearing a suit. Not many people stepped on to the awama wearing a suit. Makana began to understand the reason for Umm Ali’s excitement. It wasn’t much of a suit, the kind you might pick off the rack at Omar Effendi’s – the state-run department stores. Makana had one himself somewhere. But this man looked uneasy, as if his bulk was about to burst the seams at any moment. His expression said he would have been more at home directing a donkey to and from a muddy field. He was cultivating a rather silly little moustache to lend him an air of sophistication, but the stains on his trousers said he had eaten fava beans with olive oil for breakfast, just like the rest of the country.

‘Would you mind standing further over to that side?’ Makana asked. ‘Only the boat tilts if there is too much weight on the outside.’

The gorilla stared back at him impassively. Either he did not understand or he didn’t like being told what to do. The thick brows furrowed angrily and he glared back as though pondering a profound metaphysical dilemma. It was such an alarming expression that Makana burned his finger on the lit match he was holding. The man’s fists were balled up tightly – clearly he was the type who resorted to words only when physical violence was ruled out. Before either of them could move or speak, however, another man stepped in over the threshold.

His suit was in an entirely different category and certainly not purchased at Omar Effendi’s. A more likely guess might have been one of the fancy boutiques of Paris or London. For the price of that suit Makana could have bought the whole houseboat, sent Umm Ali home to her village a happy woman, and still had enough change to buy himself a whole new wardrobe. The man inside this suit was slim and naturally elegant. Around sixty, Makana guessed, with his hair combed back from his fine, even features in a smooth white wave. He glanced around the place with the curiosity of a man who finds himself inexplicably inside the monkey cage at the zoo. Then he snapped his fingers and the big man turned and left without a word, which was good news for a number of reasons, mostly because the floorboards seemed to heave a sigh of relief. In place of the blank expression of the big man, the new arrival was wearing a thin, unpleasant smile that Makana realised wasn’t a smile at all, but a grimace of distaste. Whatever he was smoking actually had tobacco in it by the smell of it. Makana took a step sideways and flicked his valuable second Cleopatra of the day through the low window out of pure shame.

‘Why the dramatic entrance?’

‘It’s his job,’ said the slim man, distractedly. ‘You are alone, I take it?’ He circled a hand in the air. There was a lot of gold on that hand. Makana had a frying pan hanging in the kitchen about the size of that wristwatch. It answered any nagging queries he still had about the purpose of the gorilla. If you were going to walk around with that much gold on display, you would need a big friend.

‘I’m alone. Are you going to explain what this is all about?’

The slim man seemed to be in a hurry to leave, now that he had seen the place.

‘I am just the messenger. Mr Hanafi himself will explain.’

Makana kept his mouth shut. He didn’t want to look stupid. 

‘I’ll get dressed,’ he said.

He went into the bedroom and found his best shirt, picking up the jacket that hung from a nail on the back of his bedroom door and dusting it down for a moment before giving up with a sigh and pulling it on.

Umm Ali trailed alongside them up the path that led from the awama to the road, still clutching her aubergines in her skirts. 

‘Everything is all right, I hope, ya bash-muhandis?’

‘Everything is fine, thank you.’

‘Al-hamdoulilah, thank God.’ She was talking to Makana but her eyes never left the other man, whom she clearly suspected of all kinds of deviousness. 

‘May the Lord preserve you.’

‘And may He watch over you and yours, Umm Ali.’

It wasn’t hard to spot the visitors’ car. When they came up on to the road there was a queue of battered vehicles stacking up, trying to get a good look at it. A steady stream of earthy comments was being flung at it. The big man in the cheap suit climbed impassively behind the wheel. Makana thought it was one of those Mercedes they used to call a ‘ghost’ because they are so silent and had no number to identify the model, but his knowledge of cars was probably as outdated as the pyramids. When they got inside the big white car the locks on the doors clicked shut and Makana discovered another possible reason for the nickname. Once inside the dark interior, the air conditioning and the tinted windows cut off the outside world. It was like entering another dimension – a spirit world where nothing could touch you, physically or otherwise. This is how the rich live, he thought as he settled himself into the plush seat. Out of sight of the rest of us.





Chapter Two

As they drove, Makana tried to recall what he knew about the man he was being summoned to meet. The name Saad Hanafi was not unfamiliar to him, just as it was not unfamiliar to anyone in the country who had eyes and ears. Umm Ali would have passed out in a dead faint if she had heard that name uttered on her awama. Saad Hanafi was one of the richest men in Egypt. He was also one of the most influential. His interests ranged from substantial stakes in a handful of foreign automobile franchises, to include frozen-food lines, insurance companies, a good deal of real estate . . . and, most important of all, a football team. 

In this world, it seemed, if you wanted to assure yourself of a seat in the temple among the great and godly, owning your own football team greatly improved your chances. And whereas most teams were associated with one particular part of the city or another, the Hanafi DreemTeem represented the aspirations of millions. This was what he really offered: a dream that everyone could share. In a draw held once a month, he gave away an apartment to some fortunate person. On television you could watch them screaming and fainting as they were given the news. They wailed and howled and fell to the ground. They tore at their hair and jumped up and down. People supported Hanafi’s team because they wanted something to believe in.

From what they printed in the papers, his own life story was itself something of a fairy tale. It was referred to over and over again, despite the detractors who claimed that, like so many tales swirling through the air like the dust in this country, it was more myth than fact. The papers printed the story because it was a fable people wanted to believe in – needed to even, in these hard times. 

According to legend, the man who now dined with kings and presidents, who ate off silver platters, whose water flowed out of gold taps, had started out in life plucking bricks from a hot oven in a small muddy village in the Delta. Children are used for this task because they have small hands and because they are nimble and quick. An older person would get burned. By the age of thirteen he was trawling the streets of Cairo collecting scrap metal. Eventually, through hard work and good fortune, so the story went, he began acquiring apartments, running his own construction company.

There was a darker version of this fairy tale, in which Hanafi figured as a common bultagi, a thug, but even this legend had been bent out of shape, smoothed over by countless reiterations. He stole from the rich and gave to the poor, they said. As a teenager he ran a small gang of hoodlums. They robbed merchants and broke into warehouses. If you wanted someone roughed up, or even killed, they would take care of it for a price. Hanafi, they said, was never caught because he kept people loyal to him. He redistributed his ill-gotten wealth among the less well off, and in return the inhabitants of those neighbourhoods saw him as a hero, defending him to the death. Families who could not afford to pay the rent were allowed to stay on and pay when they could. Children never went hungry to bed. If you went to him for a favour, he would always help. If you had a sick child in need of medicine or the services of a doctor, he would take care of that for you as well. Everyone was in debt to Saad Hanafi, even the authorities. Police inspectors would arrive home to find a fat sheep tethered to their front door for the Eid el-Adha sacrifice. And since police inspectors never made enough money anyway, it was natural that soon he had many loyal friends on that side of the law too. By the time he was in his twenties he was running a protection racket, using muscle to buy any property he was interested in. There were nasty stories about how he’d dealt with those who refused to sell at the price he offered. Tales of stubborn tenants falling off rooftops, or under the wheels of trains. 

In the 1970s when Sadat was in power and busy liberalising the economy, making his friends rich in the process, Hanafi was getting into his stride as a semi-respectable businessman. Pretty soon he owned large chunks of the city, knocking down ageing villas and throwing up apartment blocks with alarming rapidity. Most of Heliopolis was his, if you believed the stories. He used the same hard-headed tactics as in his early days. Newly acquired political leverage allowed him to bulldoze through any laws that got in his way. 

Hanafi had worked hard to distance himself from his shady beginnings, but those old rumours still lingered like the early-morning shabour that hung over the city. The DreemTeem was part of his PR makeover. His face was everywhere, smiling down from billboards like a venerable old patriarch, offering up bowls of steaming ful medamas and taamiya as an offering. The father of the nation, as he liked to see himself, putting food on the tables of the people. Hanafi was an institution, as much a part of the national panorama as the pyramids – as one sycophantic journalist after another kept repeating, thinking flattery would get them everywhere, which it often did. Hanafi had the newspapers in his pocket; without his sponsorship entire television programmes would disappear. If he decided to run for president tomorrow, people said, he would win hands down . . . assuming the current President approved, of course. Saad Hanafi sold dreams, or rather one dream in particular: the dream that anyone could wake up one morning and find themself living on top of the world in a fine palace . . . even though there was as much chance of that actually happening as there was of the sun sailing across the sky in a boat.

‘You are rather an unconventional man, Mr Makana.’

He turned his attention to the upright figure sitting beside him. The man in the fancy suit carried himself with style. He wore expensive cologne that made Makana wonder if he himself should have devoted a little more time to his preparations for this meeting.

‘How exactly did you come by my name?’

‘Oh, you come highly recommended, by an old acquaintance.’ The slim man smiled reassuringly in a way that made Makana dislike him all over again. 

They drove quickly south alongside the river, the gorilla using the horn the way he might have cracked a whip, sending other road users scattering to left and right. The centre of Hanafi’s empire overlooked the Orman botanical gardens – fittingly, perhaps, as they had once been part of the Khedive Ismail’s private grounds. The building itself was a blunt pinnacle of concrete and glass that seemed to hang in the air in defiance of gravity. Vines and fronds draped the many tiered balconies, stacked up like verdant steps leading to the sky. They called to mind the Hanging Gardens of Babylon or some other such ancient wonder. It wasn’t hard to believe that the people living in a place like this eventually started to think of themselves as gods. The other apartments in the building were occupied by ageing divas and film stars, directors and magnates of one kind or another, plus the odd African dictator hiding from justice. Lesser beings, one and all, content to perch their tents on a ledge beneath the enigma that was Saad Hanafi. The upper floors were reserved for the man himself. A tower of shimmering luxury rising out of a city flooded with poverty. A fairy-tale castle in the clouds. Makana knew the building. He’d passed by it enough times and had looked up and wondered like everyone else what life would look like from up there. He had never imagined he would one day find out.

As they approached alongside the river, Makana noted how the building resembled a medieval fortress. A burj from the days of the Mamluks. Only it wasn’t an invading army they were worried about these days, but the millions of hungry people who might one day grow tired of filing dutifully past the front door every day. It was anonymous and complete unto itself. The neighbours were several four-star hotels and a handful of despondent animals in the khedive’s old zoo across the street – a dusty and dilapidated reminder of that other empire which had pitched camp on this same river bank some two centuries before.

The silent car didn’t pause in the street but instead swooped straight down a ramp, like a big white bird, past a barrier and a vigilant security guard and into a subterranean parking area. Rows of cars were lined up on either side along the walls. Straight ahead was an extra-wide lift. As they approached, the driver pressed a button.

‘Open sesame,’ muttered Makana, as the doors slid aside and the long white car slipped into the waiting lift. Without anyone moving a muscle, they began to rise silently through the building. When they came to a halt Makana climbed out and followed the slim man through a door which led straight into a wide living area. The sensation was rather like stepping on to a cloud. Milky-white sheets of marble stretched away in every direction. You could have ridden a camel through the place without needing to lower your head. Two giant glazed ceramic leopards stood guard by the entrance. A reminder that when you had all the money in the world, you didn’t need taste.

‘This way.’

Makana followed obediently, noticing as he walked how dusty and scuffed his shoes looked against all that polished stone. The penthouse was roughly horseshoe-shaped, with windows on one side that curved around a large terrace. In the middle of the room the ceiling bulged into a high cupola below which hung an enormous glass chandelier. Through the sliding glass doors beyond was an oval of clear blue water. The pool area was crowded with mock-Roman pillars and Greek sculptures, marshalled by parallel rows of sphinxes in red marble. 

They trekked across a wide salon divided into various levels, and all cluttered with more of the same – ceramic creatures, wooden Nubian attendants in pharaonic costume, stone statues of Isis and Osiris that looked as though they ought to be under lock and key in the National Museum, along with accompanying sets of sofas, chairs, television sets, bars, dining tables and even a roulette wheel. The furniture alone would have been enough to sink Makana’s humble home.

At the far end they reached a wide arch with mahogany double doors set into it. A statue of an Arab swordsman wielding a scimitar stood guard to either side, looking suitably ferocious. The doors opened as they approached and Makana found himself ushered into an enormous study. There were shelves along the walls, lined with more items that probably should have been in glass cases with labels on them, and cabinets full of books, all looking fresh and clean, as if no human hand had ever touched them except to dust them down once in a while. A complete lionskin was nailed to the panelled wall between the shelves and a niche which contained a series of framed photographs. Makana paused to examine these. They revealed a small, ugly, fat man with a mottled face, in the company of several of the world’s best-known presidents, prime ministers, royal personages, Arab sheikhs, with a few stars of stage and screen thrown in for good measure. The same man could be seen in the company of a group of football players, holding up a shirt featuring the DreemTeem logo and lettering in English and Arabic. A long beige leather sofa took up the left-hand side of the room while at the far end stood a huge desk made of ebony, supported by two pairs of enormous gold pedestals embellished with elephant tusks. Upon the desk stood several frames containing more family portraits. In one black-and-white photo a much younger and slimmer Hanafi appeared, wearing a toothbrush moustache, accompanied by a stout woman and three girls of varying ages. The next, taken some years later, showed him wearing a pair of outsized sunglasses and a plaid jacket, in the company of a slim woman holding a boy by the hand. A third picture showed him surrounded by his four daughters, now grown up. 

‘All of these pictures look somewhat dated.’

An expression of irritation passed over the slim man’s face. 

‘Mr Hanafi’s two marriages ended, sadly. The first Mrs Hanafi passed away many years ago, although he enjoys an excellent relationship with his daughters.’ He indicated the black-and-white picture of the stout woman with the three girls. 

Makana leaned forward to examine the four girls in the last picture. There seemed to be quite an age difference between them. He turned his attention to the photograph next to it, of the woman holding a little boy by the hand. 

‘And this one?’

‘His second wife and his only son. They were tragically killed in a car accident.’ 

‘He doesn’t seem to have had much luck in that department.’ 

‘If you don’t mind . . .’

The slim man gestured and Makana followed him out through some open glass doors that gave on to a raised deck covered with bright green artificial grass.

Good living had taken its toll on Saad Hanafi. The same small, ugly man who featured in the photographs was clumsily wielding a golf club. It swung back and forth a few times, like the wayward hand of an errant clock, and then struck the tiny white ball with a hard, powerful clip that sent it arching up into the air. It vanished over the end of the terrace in the direction of the river. Saad Hanafi clearly didn’t bother retrieving them and Makana wondered how much damage you could do with a golf ball dropping from a great height. The slim man motioned for Makana to remain silent while Hanafi teed up again for his next shot. A servant wearing white gloves bent down to place another ball. Hanafi made a few tentative swings, then wound himself back and swung the club. This time his aim was off and the ball flew up at an angle, causing the attendant to duck, before clipping one of the Greek statues and finally smashing into the glass screen at the far end with a splintering crash. Disgusted with his own performance, Hanafi tossed the club aside.

‘I’ll never understand this game,’ he spat, turning to look Makana up and down with a look of undisguised contempt. ‘Is this him?’

‘This is Mr Makana,’ the slim man confirmed with a barely perceptible nod.

No time was wasted on further introductions. Hanafi led the way back inside his office. Taking a towel proffered by his assistant, he wiped his brow. Saad Hanafi’s face was lumpy and disgruntled-looking. The wispy moustache and the few remaining strands of hair on his head were dyed an inky blue-black. His skin had a greyish tint to it, as though he had been soaking in muddy water for a long time. A tray of cold drinks had been set on the table and he helped himself, draining a glass of fruit juice in one long draught and smacking his fleshy lips together.

‘Do you have a family, Mr Makana?’ When there was no immediate reply, Hanafi glanced up. He slowly set down the glass and began to remove his golfing gloves. ‘Tell me something about yourself.’

‘What would you like to know?’

‘Gaber here says you were a policeman . . . that you came to this country for political reasons. Is that correct?’ His voice was like gravel churning steadily in a cement mixer.

‘I didn’t have much choice in the matter.’

‘Would you describe yourself as an idealistic man, Mr Makana?’ There was no warmth in the rigid smile on Hanafi’s face.

‘I’m not sure I follow,’ he said, meeting the other man’s gaze without flinching.

‘Sudan and Egypt are brothers, of course, so you will always be welcome in this country, but anyone working for me leaves his political ideas at the door. Do you have a problem with that?’

‘Not yet,’ said Makana.

The sneer on Hanafi’s face suggested a man who relished confrontation. He took another moment to size Makana up again and then flipped a finger in the direction of a low seat as he went round to the other side of the desk and settled back into a high winged chair. Makana sat down.

‘I have a problem with one of my players . . .’

Makana was not particularly interested in football. To his mind, one person kicking a ball was pretty much as good as another, though he knew that wasn’t how a lot of people saw it. The idea that a player could be a cause for concern was news to him. 

‘What’s the problem?’

‘He has disappeared. Gone missing.’

Makana waited. Hanafi glared at him. He seemed annoyed that his words weren’t producing more of a response. 

‘I’m not talking about just any player. This is Adil Romario.’

Even Makana had heard of Adil Romario. The DreemTeem star player’s face was everywhere, even more prominent than that of old man Hanafi himself. There was nothing under the sun Adil Romario did not appear to endorse with a bright smile that was far whiter than Allah had ever intended any man’s teeth to be. Cars, soft drinks, telephones, clothes . . . along with all kinds of strange snacks that kids got fat spending their parents’ money on.

‘He has one of the most well-known faces in the country. How could he disappear?’

‘If I knew that I wouldn’t need your help,’ grunted Hanafi. 

‘How long has he been gone?’

Gaber stepped in then. ‘Ten days ago Adil was due to come here for dinner. He never turned up. Since then he has missed every practice session and does not appear to have slept in his home.’

‘Ten days is a long time. He could be anywhere in the world.’

‘He didn’t take his passport with him,’ said Gaber. ‘And his car is gone too.’

‘So you think he’s still in the country. Why did you wait so long to start looking?’

‘There is the small matter of the press.’ Gaber wrung his hands. ‘Our reputation is at stake. We don’t want the whole country to start speculating about this.’

Makana’s gaze wandered back and forth between the two men for some hint of what they were not telling him. 

‘Presumably you want to get him back?’

‘What kind of a question is that?’ snarled Hanafi. ‘Of course I want him back.’

‘Then I don’t understand . . .’

Hanafi heaved in a deep breath. He was clearly making a conscious effort to control himself. Gaber opened his mouth to speak, but the old man silenced him with a jerk of his hand. He leaned forward and spread his stubby hands on top of the desk. 

‘As I am sure you can appreciate, Mr Makana, no man gets where I am today without making a few enemies. I can trust no one. The moment I am seen to display any weakness, they will be on me like a pack of hyenas.’ 

‘I take it this is not the first time he’s gone missing then?’ 

A wave of exhaustion passed over Hanafi’s face. Gaber was staring at the floor. He shook his head.

‘But never for this long.’

‘Where does he usually go, when he disappears like this?’

Again it was Gaber who answered. Hanafi seemed unable to muster the energy.

‘A player like Adil is under a lot of pressure. It’s easy to understand. Sometimes he just needs to get away. He goes to the beach, to Sharm el-Sheikh to dive, or else to Africa . . . Mombasa maybe. Places where he can relax and nobody knows him. But he always leaves word, or gets in touch.’ Gaber held Makana’s gaze. ‘It’s never been this long with no contact.’

‘That still doesn’t explain the delay.’ Makana openly studied the coarse features of the powerful man sitting behind the desk. ‘Did something happen? An argument . . . a disagreement about money?’

‘No, nothing like that,’ growled Hanafi. 

‘Okay, then why don’t you tell me why you think he disappeared?’ 

‘I don’t know.’

Makana got slowly to his feet. The two men stared at him.

‘I’m not sure I’m the right man for this job.’

‘Sit down!’ growled Hanafi. ‘Don’t you know who I am?’

‘Me and about seventy million people outside that window.’

‘You should think very carefully before you turn me down.’

‘Is that a threat?’

Behind him Gaber said quietly, ‘I wouldn’t have thought a man in your position could afford to turn down an offer such as this.’

Makana turned to look at him. He hadn’t thought it possible to like this man any less, but he realised now that he had been wrong. This whole set-up didn’t ring true. All his instincts told him just to walk away, but instead he said, ‘I can’t help you if you are not going to tell me everything.’

Hanafi chewed his lip for a moment and then relented, waving Makana back down into his chair. 

‘Okay, all right. Maalish. Sit down.’ He took a deep breath. ‘We argued.’

Makana sat down again. ‘What about?’

‘It’s stupid . . . it really makes no sense at all.’ Hanafi examined his outspread hands. ‘We argued about my health.’

‘Your health?’

‘The boy worries about me . . . about my health. Adil felt I should be taking it easy, not working so hard. The fact is that I hardly do any work nowadays. Gaber takes care of most personal things for me, and the company runs itself. Adil wanted me to take a holiday, go away on safari to Kenya, you know? Hunting animals. Me!’ Hanafi laughed, suddenly a sentimental old man. ‘I never took a holiday in my life. I wouldn’t know myself, shooting animals and chasing whores . . .’ He shrugged. ‘Anyway, that was it. We argued. He went home and the next day he was gone. I haven’t seen or heard from him since. It was my fault, I know that. I am used to people always doing what I tell them.’

Humility was the last thing Makana had been expecting from this man.

‘I understand your need to keep this quiet, but why don’t you just call one of your friends in the police? You must have enough of them in your pocket, people who can be discreet.’

Hanafi gave Makana a beady look. Then he got to his feet and paced over to the open doors, looking out at his little practice range, his terrace, and the city beyond – a good chunk of which was also his. A lot of people worked their whole lives and died without ever having a view like that, but perhaps from where Hanafi was standing it looked less like heaven and more like a prison.

‘You would be surprised how few people I can trust, Mr Makana.’ 

There followed a long silence. Makana glanced at Gaber, who appeared to be waiting for his boss to carry on.

‘Adil was just a boy when I found him. I don’t know what it was about him . . .’ The broad face split into something resembling a smile. ‘He made me laugh. Just like that. A little boy. He reminded me so much of myself. He wasn’t afraid of anything. A natural talent. Wild. The word “discipline” was lost on him. My mind told me he would be trouble, but my heart told me otherwise. I have always acted on instinct and I was not wrong in Adil’s case. He has turned out to be the star of our team.’

The way he spoke, it sounded as if Hanafi was talking about a favourite son. Gaber shifted his feet before breaking into the conversation.

‘The Hanafi DreemTeem is one of the most popular commercial football teams in the region, and also one of the most successful. The fan base is not limited to this country. We have sponsors all over the Middle East.’

‘So, losing Adil would damage your image?’

‘Not just our image. Our business depends on investors. Of course,’ Gaber cleared his throat, ‘that’s not the main reason we are concerned about Adil’s welfare.’

‘Of course not,’ said Makana. ‘I take it there has been no indication of kidnapping, no ransom demand?’

‘Nothing of the kind.’

‘No threats?’

‘Not that we know of.’ Gaber was adamant.

‘Will you find my boy for me?’

Makana’s attention was drawn back towards the window where Hanafi stood, his face crumpled as if he was in great pain. 

‘We haven’t talked about a fee.’

‘A lot of people would help me for nothing,’ grunted Hanafi, returning to his usual self as he approached the desk. Those malevolent little eyes fixed themselves on Makana as he settled himself down again, reaching into a drawer for a pen and paper. It was a plump, gold-plated fountain pen. The kind you might write big cheques with. 

‘I am going to write a number on this piece of paper. For every week that it takes you to find Adil, I shall cut it in half.’ He handed over the paper and Makana looked at the number.

‘People must love working for you.’

‘Motivation is easy to buy, Mr Makana, loyalty is another matter.’

Makana got to his feet. ‘Excuse me, I’m getting poorer by the minute.’

As he seized his hand in a firm grip, Hanafi reached out for Makana’s shoulder and pulled him in towards him. He had surprising strength for a man of his age. Makana found himself unable to ease away. The scent of Hanafi’s hair oil was filling his nostrils; he could see the swollen blood vessels in his eyes, and then, as the grip relented, Makana saw the shadow of something else cross the older man’s face. He struggled to work out what it was. 

‘Someone is trying to get to me through the boy,’ Hanafi whispered, staring off into the distance. ‘But the man hasn’t been born yet who can scare Saad Hanafi. I will find them and I will crush them like insects.’ Letting go of Makana’s hand abruptly, he turned back towards the window again. 

‘Gaber will give you everything you need.’ He held up a stubby finger. ‘Do right by me, Makana, and your life will change for ever . . . for the better.’

As they walked back across the white marble clouds Gaber handed Makana a large brown envelope.

‘This contains all the necessary details you will need. Addresses, telephone numbers, etcetera. There is also a letter of introduction, signed by me, which gives you access to any level of the company’s operations. It suggests that you have been hired to write a biography of Adil. If anyone gives you any trouble, ask them to call me.’

‘A biography? Who came up with that idea?’

‘I did.’

Just then Makana’s eye was caught by the reflection of light on the ceiling. It drew his attention to the pool in the centre of the terrace. A girl in her twenties, whom he guessed to be one of Hanafi’s daughters, was swimming lengths. She was a good strong swimmer. He watched her climb out of the water on the other side and disappear between the rows of sphinxes. He turned back to find Gaber waiting for him by another lift.

‘Is that one of the daughters or the latest wife?’

‘That is Soraya, Mr Hanafi’s only daughter from his second wife.’ Gaber sighed. ‘Do not allow yourself to become distracted, Makana. Mr Hanafi was not joking when he said that your life could change. If you are successful then it is quite possible we could find you a permanent position in the security department of Hanafi Enterprises. He believes in rewarding people who are dedicated and hard-working. You would never have to worry about money again.’

‘How long have you been with him?’ asked Makana.

‘A very long time,’ said Gaber. 

‘He must be a difficult man to work for.’

‘Mr Hanafi has his own particularities but he is a fair man, as I am sure you will discover.’

This lift was smaller than the one they had come up in but the doors opened to reveal a space big enough to park a small car in. He looked at Gaber steadily.

‘That is a very generous offer, of course, but I’m going to need a little money for expenses to start with.’

Without blinking an eye, Gaber reached into his jacket pocket and produced another, smaller envelope. Makana peered inside to find a thick bundle of banknotes. 

‘When that is finished, come back to me.’ He held out his hand to shake Makana’s. ‘We are counting on you to resolve this issue as quickly as possible. This matter is weighing heavily on Mr Hanafi’s health. Every day counts.’

The lift whisked Makana down to the ground floor, smoothly and swiftly. He felt something like disappointment when the doors opened and he found himself in a lobby with a security guard in uniform, a tall man with a belly which betrayed his fondness for eating. 

‘Tell me,’ Makana said as the guard walked him to the door, ‘how much does an apartment in this place cost?’

The guard eyed him warily. ‘I don’t think you want to know the answer to that, sir.’

‘No.’ Makana nodded. ‘On second thoughts, maybe I don’t.’

As he came out into the street he bumped into someone hurrying along the pavement: a young man wearing spectacles. He pulled up abruptly and stared at Makana intently for a long moment before finally muttering an apology and moving on. People even look at you differently when you come out of a place like that, thought Makana. The street seemed hotter, more noisy and dusty than he remembered. It made everything he had just seen feel all the more unreal, as if he had dreamed the whole episode.

It took him a dozen steps before he remembered that he could now afford a taxi, so he stepped over to the roadside and waved. As he climbed into the rickety car, that moment when Hanafi had grasped his hand and held it tightly came back to him. He knew now what he had seen in the tycoon’s face: fear.





Chapter Three

Despite the sudden improvement in his fortunes, Makana still had a few lingering doubts about working for such an illustrious client. He knew of Hanafi’s reputation and was in no doubt that the great man could be ruthless and dangerous. On the other hand, it didn’t seem that he himself had much choice but to take the case. Besides that, Makana was intrigued by the fact that they should ask him to find Adil Romario. Hanafi’s response to that question had not been satisfactory. Undoubtedly, he had enemies and would not be keen on exposing any sign of vulnerability, but still a man like that had not survived for so long by bowing to his fears. It was also difficult to imagine anyone mad enough to try and make an enemy of him, particularly now that he was such a public figure. He had the ear of politicians. It was said that even the Pharaoh himself, as the President was often referred to, consulted him on matters of state. Flattering though it was to think that his reputation as a man of integrity might have spread to such lofty heights, Makana was inclined to believe there was more to it than that. Hanafi was afraid of something, something so big and dark that he couldn’t trust any of his usual contacts inside the police. 

Makana stopped off at a place he sometimes used in Ezbekia Square. To all appearances it was simply a tiny booth under the flyover, run by a one-eyed man and his numerous family. It was open twenty-four hours a day and was no wider than a doorway. Someone was always there. On the shelves that extended themselves deep into the bowels of the crumbling building, however, there was everything you could possibly need, from candles to matches and batteries, to light bulbs and hosepipes, electric cables and plungers for blocked drains. There was every manner of tool and implement imaginable. A bottomless emporium with no end to it. The shopkeeper or one of his sons would disappear into the shadows and remain out of sight for several minutes before emerging with the heating element or the set of dental forceps requested by a customer. 

Makana wanted nothing so complicated, although he had spent many an hour observing as they extracted more and more bizarre instruments from that tiny crack in the rock. Now he leaned against the high counter and reached for the telephone. The circular dial was fixed with a padlock which Goumri kindly removed. As he did so, Makana spotted a poster of Adil Romario stuck on the grubby wall behind him. He wondered why he had never noticed it before. It was an advertisement for some kind of green-coloured drink. Adil Romario smiled his beaming smile and held up his thumb while a girl in tight jeans sprayed water over him from a hosepipe. 

‘People say he will lend his name to anything,’ Goumri muttered, following Makana’s gaze. ‘If I were in his shoes and they wanted to pay me to stand next to that donkey of a President, I wouldn’t hesitate for a moment.’

Makana spent an hour calling anyone and everyone who might be able to shed some light on the matter of Hanafi’s current situation. Firstly there was Nabil, a contact at Al Ahram newspaper. ‘I want you to dig up what you can about Saad Hanafi and Adil Romario.’

‘You’re moving up in the world.’

‘Keep it to yourself.’

‘Does that mean I get paid this time?’

‘What’s happened to your sense of civic responsibility?’

‘It’s like everything else with today’s inflation – it has shrunk.’

Amir Medani, a human rights lawyer he knew, talked at length of Hanafi’s political connections: ‘He practically has the government in his back pocket. If he needs a law changed for one of his building projects, all he needs to do is make one phone call.’

Others said Hanafi was good at making enemies. If a journalist wrote something bad about him, he could expect to find himself out of work in a matter of days, sometimes hours. A contact in Bank Misr said Hanafi Enterprises was one of the strongest names on the Egyptian Stock Exchange. ‘If you want some shares . . .’ Makana declined the offer. 

After that he felt hungry and decided that the sudden improvement in his financial situation, along with the comforting bundle of ready cash tucked into his pocket, ought to be celebrated in style. He had a few debts to settle, but his first priority was to treat himself to a decent meal. It took him ten minutes to walk to Aswani’s restaurant. 

As usual, an air of weary desolation hung over the place. A fan turned lazily over the deserted metal tables, and the buzz of white strip lighting competed with the urgent frenzy of flies trying to get into or out of the cooling cabinets where all manner of raw meat rested on steel trays. A small fat man waddled across the floor towards him. Ali Aswani bore a distinct resemblance to an oversized duck, apart from his big Turkish moustache whose bushy handlebars stood out stiffly to left and right like rabbit’s ears. Makana chose a table in a corner at the back, where he could be undisturbed and keep an eye on the door at the same time. 

As he went he swept up a well-creased copy of the day’s newspaper. Ignoring the usual front-page stories glorifying the actions of various government ministers, the President’s wife, etcetera, he turned to the sports pages. There he read that the DreemTeem was currently slipping down the league table. A columnist speculated on the reasons behind this; were the rumours of discontent within the team true? And where was their most famous player in this hour of need? After that Makana settled down to read carefully through the folder Gaber had given him. It contained photographs of Adil taken in a studio. They were the kind of official pictures you might see on a club wall. Makana had looked for missing people before, but never one as well known as this. Usually you were given a blurred snapshot, or an out-of-date passport picture, but here he had dozens of promotional shots. There was also a thick stack of newspaper clippings charting Adil Romario’s rise to fame, from skinny teenager to muscular athlete. The early articles praised his skills, calling him a natural genius. Alongside many such articles were sheafs of adverts featuring endorsements by Adil Romario. It made Makana wonder just how much Hanafi Enterprises depended on him. 

Soon Aswani began arriving bearing plates of sliced flat bread and tahini dip, along with a salad of fat green girgir leaves. Skewers of kofta were already sizzling on the grill. It was a while since Makana had allowed himself the luxury of coming here. Over the last few months he had simply been unable to afford it; though he knew Aswani was always happy to put it on his tab, Makana was wary of running up debts. Today was different and even Aswani noticed that, holding back as he approached, plates in hand, and cocking his head to scrutinise his customer.

‘Are you working again?’

‘I might even be able to pay you some of what I owe you.’

‘I’ll call the radio and television stations,’ said Aswani with a weary sigh, setting down the dishes. ‘They might be interested in the news.’

‘You know I always settle up when I have money.’

‘Maybe you’re right,’ said the other man, leaning back with his hands on his broad hips and staring up at the ceiling for a moment before shaking his head. ‘No. It’s been so long, I can’t remember.’

‘Just fetch your accounts book and we’ll take care of it.’

‘I swear I’ll say the Mahgrib prayer twice today in your honour,’ muttered Aswani as he turned to waddle away. Makana continued reading as he ate. The food here was simple but good. The place didn’t look like much but the cook claimed he never served anything that he wouldn’t be happy to eat himself. His broad girth was his best advertisement. ‘I only eat here to keep up appearances,’ he would say, whenever he was caught with his mouth full, which was often. ‘Who would trust a cook as thin as a stick anyway?’

Makana turned back to the matter of Hanafi. A number of things had struck him as odd about this morning’s meeting. First, there was the question of how they had managed to find him. Makana was under no illusions that his reputation was so good that he had been the obvious choice. Gaber had mentioned that Makana had been recommended. He hadn’t said by whom. Then there was the fear he had seen in Hanafi’s eyes. Did that have more to do with protecting himself than any concern about Adil, no matter how much he professed to care for him? Hanafi had hinted that he could trust no one in his inner circle. This implied that he suspected there was more to Adil’s disappearance than a young man simply wanting to get away from it all. Had Adil become involved with someone, or rather the wife of someone? A business rival, say, or the wife of a diplomat or politician? Then there was the matter of their argument. Hanafi said that Adil had wanted him to take a holiday. Was that significant?

Makana looked up as Aswani returned, dismayed to see that he wasn’t carrying any delicious skewers of kebab, and no sign either of the grubby piece of string threaded through countless strips of paper which he called his accounts book. 

‘Do you mind if I sit for a moment?’ Aswani asked, gesturing at the chair opposite and then sitting down before waiting for an answer. Makana sat back and waited. Ali pushed the little round skullcap back on his head. ‘This is something that has been troubling me.’ His fat fingers twirled the ends of his moustache. He resembled a Turkish general mulling over which strategy to apply on the battlefield. ‘You see the afranji woman who is sitting over there in the corner?’

Almost the only other customer in the place was a European woman who was sitting alone on the far side, virtually invisible against the brown-tiled wall. Thin and bony, in her forties, her appearance suggested someone who was down on her luck. Personal hygiene appeared not to be high on her list of priorities. Her hair was unkempt and her clothes dirty. She was chewing her nails and smoking a cigarette, all at the same time.

‘What about her?’ Makana dipped some bread into the sauce and chewed.

‘Well, you know, it’s a strange thing . . . I’ve seen her before. This is not the first time.’

‘Maybe she likes your cooking. Is she always alone?’

‘Always.’

Makana took another look. The woman appeared to be talking to herself. She stared into the air above her head, muttering, and then began scribbling in a notebook on the table in front of her. As he watched she suddenly began scratching out whatever was written there with furious slashes of her pen, grinding it back and forth across the page. 

‘A writer,’ Makana concluded, ‘she’s including your establishment in a guide. You will be inundated with foreign customers in no time.’

‘Ya salam, some detective you are!’ Aswani leaned his elbows on the table. ‘We get all sorts in here. Believe me, I’ve seen some of the craziest ones, but none ever disturbed me like this one does. I swear on my mother’s grave.’ He clutched Makana’s arm. ‘I’m afraid she’s going to do something.’

‘Something like what?’ He widened his eyes dramatically.

‘I can’t say. It’s just a feeling I have. She looks . . . lost. You know what will happen if a European woman gets herself into trouble? It will be bad for all of us.’

‘I see.’ Makana extricated his arm and reached for another piece of bread. ‘What exactly do you want me to do?’

Aswani tilted his head. ‘Perhaps you could just have a word with her.’

Makana chewed in silence as Aswani went on, ‘Since you speak English and everything, you could just ask her what she is doing. If she’s all right, then fine, no harm done. But if something happens to her it will be on my soul until Judgement Day.’

‘Tell me, Ali, do you worry about all your customers like this?’

‘You know I do,’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘Now let me go and see about your kofta, and eat what you want today. It’s not going on the account.’

Makana sighed and pushed back his chair. It wasn’t as if he needed a free meal at this point, or further distraction, but Ali had seen him through some dark times and if it would make him feel happier then Makana was obliged to make the effort.

‘Excuse me,’ he said, feeling rather foolish. The table was littered with tobacco and broken cigarettes. Ash was scattered over everything. There were several notebooks and sheafs of paper. The woman was lighting another cigarette as he spoke. She stiffened perceptibly. He smiled amiably. ‘I couldn’t help noticing that you seem worried about something . . .’ Makana felt like a complete fool, realising as he spoke that this approach could easily be misconstrued. ‘Is there some way I could help?’

The woman blew smoke away from her face. Her eyes fixed on him coldly. ‘You speak very good English.’

‘Well, thank you . . .’ Makana gave a small bow.

‘And so you will understand perfectly when I tell you to get lost, you creep?’

Makana’s face was an awkward mask by now. Still, he managed to step back and dip his head gracefully. ‘I understand perfectly. Sorry to bother you.’ Then he spun on his heel and went back to his food. The woman could go to hell. At least he had done right by Ali . . . although, having seen her close up, he was convinced the cook had not been wrong. There was something the matter with that woman; she was clearly insane. Aswani arrived hotfoot from the grill, bearing Makana’s reward, a huge mound of freshly grilled skewers of lamb. 

‘How did you get on?’ He kept his voice low.

‘You don’t need to worry about her,’ said Makana, reaching for the kofta which was always best when it came straight off the heat. ‘I think she can take care of herself.’

The cook stood there fretting, completely forgetting what he was supposed to be doing. He started to wander back towards the kitchen. 

‘Ali?’ Makana called him back and pointed.

‘Sorry.’ He set down the plate and disappeared, the fretful expression still fixed to his face. Makana returned to the folder as he continued to eat, only to have his concentration broken again a few minutes later.

‘I’m sorry . . . about earlier.’

Without hesitation, the Englishwoman slid into the chair opposite Makana’s. 

‘My behaviour was quite inexcusable. I’m sorry. I just don’t . . .’

Her head was bowed. Makana shut the folder, silently cursing his luck.

‘Are you hungry?’

‘No, thank you,’ she said. ‘I just ate.’

‘Would you like something to drink? Tea or coffee?’ He pushed some plates aside and reached for his cigarettes.

‘Tea would be fine.’

Makana signalled to Aswani. The woman sat with her hands clamped to the seat of her chair, staring down at the table. Makana had been convinced she was suffering from some form of mental illness, possibly depression of some kind. Now he saw that she was simply very unhappy. 

‘Are you writing a book?’

‘A book?’ She frowned deeply. ‘Oh, that. No, I just keep a record of everything.’

Makana took a moment to study her more closely. She looked older than he had at first thought, although this might have been the result of her obvious distress. Skinny as a bird, with eyes that were red and swollen. Stress lines crimped the corners of her mouth. She smoked in quick nervous puffs. Makana imagined she was the type of hardy traveller who came to Egypt in search of authenticity. The kind who would never be satisfied with guided tours and pyramids, trips on a felucca and an evening of belly dancing. They came in pursuit of Flaubert, or some other romantic figure, in the spirit of the nineteenth-century European fascination with this part of the world. They wanted to see the real Egypt, to meet the people, to travel and eat among them. They wanted to maintain the illusion that the world was a state of mind, ruled by fluid borders, where everyone lived happily in freedom and equality. They neatly omitted to consider the privilege of free passage they carried in their back pocket like a magic charm, and the travellers’ cheques and credit cards that went along with the passport. A real experience, hence the need to ‘record’ everything. She struck him as disillusioned and terribly sad at the same time.

The tea arrived. Aswani caught Makana’s eye and gave him a brief nod of gratitude before moving away discreetly. Makana sighed. His entire life could be expended performing favours for friends and acquaintances. He would wind up a curiosity in a corner of the bazaar. Children would point him out and laugh. After what felt like a very long time, the woman began to speak. Her head was angled to one side so that she appeared to be addressing one corner of the table.

‘Years ago, I came here with my little girl, Alice.’

She spoke in fits and starts. A shudder ran through her and one bony hand came up to her face as she sucked in another lungful of smoke. ‘We were staying right across there, in a hotel overlooking the square.’ She nodded over her shoulder. Makana sipped his tea. The woman’s eyes looked up and met his. ‘And then one day she disappeared.’

Makana set down his glass. ‘How did it happen?’

‘She was in the bedroom.’ The woman was shaking her head repeatedly, as if the gesture might be enough to change the outcome of the story she was trying to tell. ‘I don’t know. One minute she was there, lying asleep, and the next . . .’ The effort of speaking seemed to overcome her. She was silent for a long moment, staring at her hands clasped together on the table. ‘They never found her.’

‘How old was she?’

As she struggled to regain her composure, the woman’s chin bobbed up and down. 

‘She was four at the time.’

‘She couldn’t have gone far.’

‘No.’ Her eyes came up to meet his. ‘But she was gone. I never saw her again.’

Makana was silent for a long time. He told himself this was mere coincidence, that this woman he had never seen before in his life knew nothing about him or his past. 

‘When exactly did this happen?’

The woman began to speak and then stopped, pressing a hand to her mouth to stifle a cry and closing her eyes tightly. A tear squeezed out of her left eye and ran down to her chin where it hung for a moment before dropping to the table. 

‘Seventeen years ago this autumn.’ She was fumbling for another cigarette. The packet was empty. ‘It was when Sadat was killed. I remember that.’ Makana pushed his Cleopatras across the table to her. ‘I don’t know why I’m telling you all this,’ she went on. ‘It’s a little ridiculous to come back year after year expecting to find her. But that’s the thing about having children – you can never give up.’

‘I understand,’ said Makana, unable to bring himself to say more.

‘Do you, really?’ The woman exhaled smoke into the air above her head, totally absorbed in her memory of that time. ‘I was frantic. I ran round in circles. My head was spinning. Eventually the police came and . . . it was hopeless. Nothing helped. I kept thinking she would reappear, that I would look around and find her standing right behind me, with that same cheeky smile on her face. I never did.’ 

‘What did you do then?’

‘What could I do? In the end I went home. I went back to England and tried to carry on. It doesn’t go away though, it never leaves you.’ She pushed a hand through her unkempt hair. ‘For some years I couldn’t cope. It was so awful. Eventually, I got better. It took a long time, but I really believed that it was because of her, Alice, wishing me to recover so I could come and find her.’

‘And that’s what you did?’

‘For the last few years I’ve been coming back regularly, going over the same old ground, hoping something will turn up.’ She studied him closely for a moment. ‘Do you have children?’

Makana paused. ‘A daughter.’

She nodded as if she had expected this answer. Then she smiled. ‘How is it that you speak such good English?’

‘My wife,’ said Makana, this time hesitating for only a brief moment. It got easier once you were over the initial hurdle. ‘Muna. She did a postgraduate degree at London University. In botany.’ He stopped speaking, suddenly uncomfortable. ‘It was a long time ago.’

‘People tell you there is nothing you can do, that it’s best to leave it in the hands of the professionals. But it never is. Your child is just another name to them. The police . . . the embassy.’ The woman glanced over her shoulder at the open doorway and the light in the square.

Makana took a deep breath and then started to gather up his things, putting the cuttings and photographs back in the folder, sliding the folder into the envelope.

‘They all know me in the bazaar. I ask them the same questions every time and they nod and smile and ask me how I am doing, but they have nothing to tell me. I know that someone there knows something. I’m sure of it. I go round and round the streets, the stalls, the artisans. I can’t shake off the feeling that I’m missing something, a secret door with Alice behind it.’

The woman fell silent. Makana reached for one of his own cigarettes and realised there were none left in the packet. He crumpled the paper quietly in his hand. 

‘Thank you for listening.’ She gave a loud sniff and started to get to her feet. ‘I’m sorry for taking up your time. Your food will be cold now.’ 

As she made to move away, some impulse caused Makana to reach into his pocket for one of his business cards. He held it out. ‘If you need help with something, you can call me.’

She took the card absently without looking at it. ‘Thanks. Sometimes I think that talking about her is the only way I can keep Alice alive. I suppose you’ll understand that, being a father?’

Makana smiled but said nothing. 

‘And I’m sorry about the way I spoke to you earlier.’

‘It really doesn’t matter.’

‘No. It was unforgivable.’

Makana watched the strange sad woman as she walked towards the door and disappeared from sight. He felt drained emotionally. All thoughts of Adil Romario had been driven from his head. He got to his feet and stumbled out into the open air.
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